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MACKINDER'S 'WORLD ISLAND' AND ITS 
AMERICAN "SATELLITE" 

By CHARLES REDWAY DRYER 

Mackinder 's "Democratic Ideals and Reality," sketched, supplemented, 
and pruned by Professor Teggart in a recent number 1 of the Review, 
seems to justify the comment made by a Scotch geographer on the appear- 
ance of his "Geographical Pivot of History:" 2 "Mr. Mackinder 's power 
of generalization is something positively uncanny." Now he has found the 
master key to history in the age-long struggle between the barbarous 
"Heartland" and the civilized coastlands of the "World Island." In 
dealing with conceptions of such scope and portent, perhaps it is not 
strange that he has failed to see the real significance of one factor, and 
that is America. He refers to it as "a certain pair of peninsulas . . . for 
practical purposes insular rather than peninsular" and classes them with 
Australia as "merely satellites of the old continent." He sees North 
America as lying off the great World Promontory which ends at the Cape 
of Good Hope and as analogous to the island of Crete off the Hellenic 
peninsula and Britain off the Latin peninsula. 3 Disregarding the strain to 
which such a view subjects the imagination and the map, it seems to miss 
the real geographical significance of America. 

America As the World Ring 

The ancient and medieval geographers thought that the oecumene, or 
habitable world, formed one continuous land mass extending from Spain 
to China. Columbus incidentally upset this doctrine and opened the way 
to the discovery that there is a second oecumene, also forming one con- 
tinuous land mass, 2,000 miles longer than the first but extending in a 
transverse direction. It is true that the New World has but half the area 
of the Old World, but its area is not so important as its form and position. 
On a flat surface it is geometrically impossible to represent a slightly 
skewed bar as surrounding anything, but on a spheroidal surface this is 
not so absurd. America is not an island in any such sense as Australia is. 
It forms an unbroken bar of land extending from one polar ocean to the 
other and lying between the European Coastland and the Monsoon Coast- 
land of the World Island. The fact that a bar is slender midway of its 
length does not prevent its being a bar. Whether a ship sails from the 
World Island in a westerly or an easterly direction, it will come up against 

i F. J. Teggart: Geography As an Aid to Statecraft, Qeogr. Rev., Vol. 8, 1919, pp. 227-242. 

2 Oeogr.Jcmrn.. Vol. 23, 1904, pp. 422-444. 

3 H. J. Mackinder : Democratic Ideals and Reality : A Study in the Politics of Reconstruction, New 
York, 1919, pp. 80, 82, 83. 
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the bar, as Columbus did. Thus in effect America, with the Arctic ice fields 
and the Antarctic land and ice, forms a ring which almost surrounds and 
encloses the World Island. If a map is drawn on Mollweide's projection 
with the marginal meridian at longitude 100° W. and if South America is 
moved thirty degrees to the west (Pig. 1), the World Island appears at 
the center surrounded by the ring fence of America at the margin. There 
is only one passable gap, and that was found first by Magellan four hun- 
dred years ago. Men, money, and courage have been lavishly expended in 
vain to force a ' ' northwest passage ' ' through this ring. The Panama Canal 




Fig. 1— The World Island and the World Ring. 

To Macklnder's " World Island," consisting of the Old World, must be added another 
great geographical feature to be reckoned with in human history, the " World King," or 
America. This conception becomes clear if a map of the world is drawn, as above, on 
Mollweide's projection with 80° E. as the central meridian but South America shifted 30° 
west of its true position— a legitimate device, as it does not alter the essential relation 
of the New World to the Old. 



is an artificial gap which may be x>assable or not according to the will and 
power of its guardians. So to the great geographical feature to be reckoned 
with in human history, the World Island, must be added a second, the 
World Ring. 

To the maker of diagrams license is granted to sacrifice everything 
necessary to make his one point clear, but he should beware of teaching 
unnecessary error. Mackinder's diagrams on pages 84 and 88 of his book 
seem open to this criticism. In attempting to show diagrammatically the 
relative areas and populations of the World Island and its satellites, he 
draws a large circle for the island and proportionately smaller circles for 
the satellites; but he places the satellite circles around the larger one in 
their relative positions, which is going farther than the avowed purpose of 
the diagrams allows. North America and South America appear as two 
widely separated circles; but this implies an unjustifiable error. If the 
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Americas were shown as a long bar across the page on each side, with circles 
between them, the diagram would involve only a pardonable sacrifice of 
the truth. In the Mollweide map herewith the only liberty taken with 
facts is the straightening of the skew in the position of the two Americas, 
and the map is diagrammatic in that respect only. Otherwise it is in exact 
accordance with the facts. This departure places the South American 
segment of the World Ring in line with the North American segment, a 
little farther from the World Island on one side and a little nearer to it 
on the other, and in no way modifies the essential fact of the existence of 
the ring. 

Its Potentialities 

The American ring fence, merely as a passive, physical barrier, counts 
for much. But it is several thousand miles wide, and its natural resources 
make it a home for men not inferior to the best parts of the World Island. 
Even if manned by only 200,000,000 capable people, it is a world factor 
not to be overlooked. In the past America has been content to play the 
part of a remote satellite of the World Island, but recent events indicate 
other possibilities for the future. It would require a prophet with truly 
divine inspiration to forecast her role in the drama of mankind. Some 
general considerations which will influence it are obvious. Her relations 
will necessarily be much closer with the peoples of the coastlands of the 
World Island than with those of the Heartland and closer with the Euro- 
pean Coastland peoples than with the Monsoon Coastland peoples. This is 
not only on account of lesser and greater distance but still more on account 
of ties of consanguinity and culture. America may protect the European 
Coastland from attack in the rear and may provide an open road for 
the transfer of reinforcements between it and the Monsoon Coastland. 
America has no barbarous Heartland, and the people of her more densely 
populated coastlands are united to a degree unknown in the Old World. 
In their hands her resources fit her to become a productive and secure base 
for sea power and man power. American lands and peoples may be suffi- 
cient to turn the scale in favor of the powers with which they are allied. 
If and when the real Armageddon comes, even if the forces of the Old 
World Heartland are organized from Germany to Japan, the children of 
light may find themselves backed by an outer line of defense which the 
powers of darkness will be unable to break. 

It is hoped that sometime Sir H. J. Mackinder will use his brilliant 
powers to make a really world-wide generalization and give us a map which 
will show the lands and peoples of the globe in the relations not of the past 
but of the future. 



